In this paper, I explore the axiological status of work. I engage with a number of prominent natural law theorists who consider it a basic human good and explain why their arguments fail. In the process, I put forward a novel argument against the very possibility of work being considered a basic good. I conclude that whilst work may be very important to us psychologically and instrumentally it should not be considered a basic human good.
want to grant Oderberg much of what he says here, but still challenge the idea that work should be considered a basic good.
The reason Oderberg is wrong to consider work a basic good is because work is inherently goal directed. This both explains why Oderberg attaches the importance to it that he does, but also excludes it from being a basic good. If we imagine any worthwhile job, we will see that it is directed at some goal. Now, as Oderberg points out, many may instinctively agree with this, but then pessimistically say that the only goal of some people's work (at least as far as they are concerned) is to make enough money to support themselves and their families. Oderberg then responds to this by saying that, despite this, work and play still "have their own intrinsic value." 3 However, I would argue that work is only worthwhile 4 when it pursues something intrinsically good, and that work which does not pursue something intrinsically good is therefore worthless. This would render the value of work instrumental rather than intrinsic, and thus prevent it from counting as a basic good. This, I think, becomes clear when we explore some examples of work.
Let's begin by exploring some examples of worthwhile work. First, let's imagine a medic, who may feel called to medicine as a vocation regardless of pay, their work is inherently directed at the goods of health and community. 5 Similarly, teachers, who in contemporary society are unlikely to be earning nearly as much as they could in other professions, their work is inherently directed at spreading knowledge which is itself intrinsically good. 5 As a result, one could reasonably claim that work like this is (instrumentally) good because it is directed, in some way, at the pursuit of intrinsic goods.
On the other hand, some sorts of work are inherently worthless. For example, prisoners being made to break rocks for no reason other than to break rocks. This 'work' is not valuable because it is not directed at anything intrinsically valuable. 6 If Oderberg wants to respond to this then he will either have to claim that breaking rocks can be inherently valuable, or he will have to claim that breaking rocks does not count as work.
If Oderberg says that breaking rocks does not count as work, then he will have to explain why it does not count as work and the natural answer is that it does not count as work because it is not directed at anything intrinsically valuable. However, this would show that 'proper' work is inherently directed at pursuing things of intrinsic value and this is precisely my original point. However, if Oderberg accepts that breaking rocks counts as work, and that work is intrinsically valuable, then he will have to claim that breaking rocks is intrinsically valuable, and this seems absurd.
Oderberg might respond to this line of argument by suggesting that working towards a good adds value above and beyond the good attained itself. If we assume, for the sake of argument, that knowledge is a basic good, Oderberg might argue, not unreasonably, that when it comes to an interesting fact there is value to be had in working it out/discovering it for yourself (a form of work) rather than simply having the fact spoon-fed to you by somebody else. As a result, Oderberg might argue that this additional value, which is not reducible to the good (knowledge) attained itself, must reside in the work needed to attain the good, and thus, that work is valuable in and of itself.
My response to this is to ask: Why separate them? The human goods, whatever they are, by their very nature will often require active participation. Thus, learning and research go hand in hand with knowledge. Learning and research are active processes, but they are not 'work' conceptually separable from knowledge. Learning and research simply ARE the pursuit of knowledge. Likewise, for health and exercise (if we assume that health is a basic from MacIntyre (1994) 17 to illustrate why this is the case. He asks us to imagine the goods involved in working as part of a fishing crew. He suggests, not unreasonably, that out of two crews who both catch a large number of fish, one due to skill and experience and one due to dumb luck, it is the skilful crew who have experienced a good above and beyond the merely lucky crew. I'm inclined to agree with Murphy (and MacIntyre) here. The reason for this, so Murphy claims, is that "to the extent that one succeeds in conforming to the highest standards of achievement in a particular productive practice, one enjoys an intrinsic good. In such instances, the good of productive work consists not merely in ending up with a proper final product but also in participating in the productive process in accordance with standards of craftsmanship." 18 Murphy clarifies that this good (of excellence) can be enjoyed to a greater or lesser extent and thus is not all or nothing.
Murphy then suggests that this same model explains the goodness of excellence in play. Trivially easy games such as tic-tac-toe have negligible or no intrinsic value (for a normally functioning adult). However, games such as chess do. This is because there is a challenge involved in playing chess which does not apply (or at least not in any substantive way) to tic-tac-toe. Tic-tac-toe may have some instrumental value (perhaps as a distraction) but because 'excellence in tic-tac-toe' seems vapid (because it is so easy) it cannot have intrinsic value. Murphy concludes that "to be genuinely intrinsically good, play and work activity must present a challenge."
lack. Likewise, for the builder or chess grandmaster. I possess the fitness necessary to build a house (at least in principle), but I lack the practical knowledge to actually do it. Similarly, I
certainly possess the fitness needed to play a game of chess but, whilst I hope I'm a reasonable player, to date I've never beaten a chess grandmaster. As such, I think practical knowledge is the better label, and thus the goods Murphy describes here should be seen as a subset of the good of knowledge.
20
As a result, the difference between Murphy and I may simply be one of 'bookkeeping', in that we're inclined to label and divvy up the same goods in a slightly different way without disagreeing on their nature. However, this response, that the difference is merely one of labelling, is unavailable to Oderberg and Gomez-Lobo given they include 'work and play' as a basic good without any reference to excellence or knowledge.
To return to Murphy's original test for whether or not something constitutes a basic good (whether it renders an action intelligible), practical knowledge seems to pass this test and thus seems an equally good label. Why did the chess player make that move? Because he knew it would win him the game. Why did the fishermen not set sail when they saw the dark clouds on the horizon? Their practical experience told them a storm was on the way.
As a result, I have little quarrel with Murphy's inclusion of excellence in work (and indeed play) as a basic good. I simply think there are better labels for this good than the one he gives.
Conclusion
To conclude, I have now surveyed some of the key contemporary proponents, within the natural law tradition, of work and play as basic human goods. I have engaged with each of them in turn. I have explained why I find Oderberg and Gomez-Lobo's arguments unpersuasive and, in the process of doing this, I have also presented a positive argument for why work's goal orientated nature prevents it from being an intrinsic good. With regard to Murphy, I simply challenged him over whether 'excellence in play and work' is a suitable 20 If we're prepared to grant that knowledge has intrinsic value.
label for the good in question and have tentatively suggested that 'practical knowledge' might be the better label.
I conclude, therefore, that even though we agree on a great many issues, Oderberg and Gomez-Lobo are wrong to label work a basic human good. Work is not a basic human good and, in and of itself, it does not have intrinsic value. All of this being said, I don't want to belittle the important role that work can play in people's lives. Work can be of immense instrumental value. For many people, it is the main medium through which they pursue certain goods, whether that be an active social life with colleagues and work-friends, knowledge through research, or the good of the community through caring for others, and so on. As a result, work can be immensely important for our well-being and health. In this sense, Oderberg and Gomez-Lobo are right to think that work is important but, despite this, they are still wrong about it being a basic human good.
